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NEWS 


From the world of space exploration 


TIROS | SATELLITE 
TRANSMITTED FIRST WEATHER 
PICTURE FROM SPACE 
17 YEARS AGO 

The first weather picture ever 
received from space was transmitted 
back to earth by a small TIROS 
satellite launched 17 years ago in 
April. 

The picture’s arrival marked a 
significant achievement in space 
technology and ushered in a whole 
new era of benefits to be derived from 
remote sensing by satellite. 

“Today, satellites are being used 
routinely to monitor the _ earth’s 
weather and environment, providing 
vital data from which weather 
forecasts can be made,” said Abraham 
Schnapf, Manager of Satellite 
Programs for RCA Astro-Electronics, 
Princeton, N.J. 

Under technical direction of NASA, 
RCA designed and built the first 
TIROS, an acronym for Television 
Infrared Observation Satellite, and 24 
succeeding successful satellites in the 
series. The operational satellites are 
managed and operated by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce’s National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA). 

On April 1, 1960, TIROS I lifted 
off the launch pad from Cape 
Canaveral and later demonstrated that 
satellite cloud cover pictures are useful 
in improving the accuracy of weather 
forecasts. 

“TIROS weighed a mere 260 


Will the Soviets wage war in space?, May, 1977, 25. 


pounds, but it was one of the most 
sophisticated satellites placed into 
orbit by the U.S. at that time,” Mr. 
Schnapf said. 

Over the span of 17 years, the 
satellites have compiled a remarkable 
record, taking more than 3.5 million 
pictures and logging 7.6 billion miles 
of space travel. 

“The first views of earth were 
rudimentary compared with the 
pictures produced by the latest and 
most advanced weather satellites in the 
series,” Mr. Schnapf said. 

“Nevertheless, they proved the 
feasibility of using satellites and 
television cameras for routine and 
timely observation of the _ global 
weather. 

“Of 27 satellites that have been 
built and launched, 25 have met or 
surpassed their mission goals,” Mr. 
Schnapf said. Two did not successfully 
achieve orbit because of launch vehicle 
failures. He pointed out that the 
satellites have established an average of 
2.2 years of orbital operations and an 
accumulated useful life of more than 
60 years in space. 

Since 1966, when the ESSA 
satellite’s system was made 
operational, no major storm anywhere 
on the globe has gone undetected. In 
addition to providing weather 
forecasting data, the satellites now are 
being used to help predict water 
runoff from melting snows, aid 
shipping in navigating through ice floes 
and assist commercial fishermen in 


locating promising fishing grounds. 
Three’ generations of weather 
satellites—each more complex and 
sophisticated than its 
predecessor—have evolved from the 
first TIROS. Currently, RCA is 
developing a fourth generation satellite 
called TIROS-N that will carry a 
variety of new and considerably more 
advanced sensors. Besides providing 
weather imagery data, it will take 
atmospheric and sea _ surface 
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